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Abstract 
The aim of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of incorporating culturally-loaded materials like literature in EFL 
courses. We selected short story as an example of literature to be included in our course syllabus. After that, some eclectic short 
stories from “Chicken Soup for the Soul” were selected. 14 students were randomly selected and assigned to two classes as 
control group and experimental groups. Finally, by comparing the mean and median of their final scores, we found that the 
experimental group outperformed the control group both in the final exam and also during the term considering classroom 
discussions. 
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1. Introduction 
It is not a long time since literature has found its due place again in TESL/TEFL. Since its disappearance due to the 
emergence of such methods like Direct Method and Audio Lingual Method after Grammar Translation Method, a 
considerable gap has always been felt in the history of teaching methodology. About two decades ago, however, 
literature has gradually succeeded to pave its way back into the TEFL. This time it has mainly been used to reinforce 
the skills and complement language teaching (Erkaya, 2005). Since culture is crystalized in human beings’ everyday 
language, it is impossible to separate these two in teaching EFL. Among several culturally-enriched resources, due 
to its long tradition and influential effect on human beings’ everyday life, literature has always retained a special 
place in TEFL.  
* Corresponding author. Tel.: 0098-1112752291 
E-mail address: Arman_nasirahmadi@yahoo.com 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran.
1326   Arman Nasirahmadi et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  1325 – 1330 
On the whole, it seems that due to cultural load which literary texts usually carry, they have a great potential to 
be even more incorporated in EFL syllabus design. Literature, if appropriately selected and incorporated in EFL 
courses, can play an important role in developing students’ intercultural competence. 
 
In order to be able to incorporate culturally-loaded literary materials, we shall consider the following aspects of 
culture and literature, respectively: 
x Definitions of culture 
x Reasons for teaching culture 
x Reasons for incorporating literature in TEFL 
x Criteria for selecting suitable literary texts 
 
1.1. Definitions of culture 
 
Several definitions have been proposed for culture from different perspectives. Among these definitions, the original 
definition is that offered by Edvard Tylor (1871): 
Culture… is that complex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs, art, law, morals, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society (Tylor, 1871, p.123). 
 
Another definition which is one of the most famous and well-accepted one is the Weberian definition of 
culture which emphasized the necessity of knitting empirical reality to our network of value ideas if it is going to 
become part of our culture: 
The concept of culture is a value concept; empirical reality becomes “culture” to us because and insofar as 
we relate it to value ideas (cited in Varenne, 2004, p. 3). 
 
Based on the above definitions of culture, our main goal in selecting L2 material  and designing syllabuses  
for our EFL students should be familiarizing them with values, beliefs, customs, ideas, and social markers of L2 
people in order to help them develop an appropriate level of intercultural competence by looking at L2 from a 
different angel. In this way, we will manage to open doors to new horizons to our students and help them to digest 
L2 culture more easily. 
 
1.2. Reasons for teaching culture 
 
After its initial unsuccessful appearance in EFL language classrooms (in GTM), culture and cultural norms needed a 
really strong theoretical rationale to be given a second chance to appear in EFL language classrooms. Many 
researchers (e.g. Erkaya, 2005; Byram and Feng, 2004; Gardner and Lambert, 1972) have stated several reasons and 
justifications for incorporation of culturally-loaded materials, especially in the form of literature. Some of these 
reasons are as follows: 
x The inseparable nature of language and culture (Erkaya, 2005, p.1) 
x Its benefit of offering higher-order thinking (ibid) 
x Its (integrative) motivational benefits (Gardner and Lambert, 1972, p7; Erkaya , 2005, p. 1) 
x Developing intercultural competence (Byram and Feng, 2004, p.1) 
 
Apart from all the above-mentioned reasons, it seems that one of the most important reasons (if not the most 
important one) for teaching culture in EFL classroom is that it provides EFL language learners with an opportunity 
to reconsider their cultural system and appreciate, modify and probably reject and replace it. By developing a kind 
of critical thinking in EFL learners, it gives the students a chance to compare their L1 culture with L2 culture, that is 
beside from developing our students intercultural competence, it gives them a kind of “meta-cultural awareness” to 
develop a dynamic and developmentally ever-changing cultural system.  
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1.3. Reasons for incorporating literature in TEFL 
 
Many scholars have highlighted the role of literature in language learning. For example Lazar (1993) discusses that 
literature “provides meaningful and memorable contexts for processing and interpreting new language” and Lye 
(1996) maintains that “Literature, like any form engages the reader in a complex set of emotional, symbolic, moral, 
intellectual and social considerations”.  
 
Furthermore, Collie and Slater (1990) mentions four main reasons for incorporating literature in the 
classroom: valuable authentic material, cultural enrichment, language enrichment and personal involvement. Among 
those who have highlighted the linguistic, motivational and cultural benefits of literature are Carter & Long (1991) 
and Lazar (1993). 
 
From the body of literature (e.g. Oster, 1989; Murdoch, 2002; Erkaya, 2005) five advantages can be mentioned 
for using short stories in EFL classrooms: motivational, literary, cultural, higher-order thinking and reinforcing of 
skills. The authenticity and brevity of ‘short story’ had a significant role in their selection and incorporation in our 
study. 
 
From the above-mentioned benefits, the last one, that is using short stories to reinforce students four language 
skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing) seems to be the most practical advantage. In this regard, Murdoch 
(2002) asserts that short stories are suitable pedagogical tools to integrate reading skill with other productive skills 
like speaking and writing. He believes that proper use of short stories “allows instructors  to  teach  the  four 
language skills  to  all  levels  of  language  proficiency and can enhance ELT  courses  for  the learners”. 
 
Considering the literary and higher-order thinking benefits of short stories some scholars (e.g. Bertz, 1990) 
pointed out that since stories can help students to develop their higher-order thinking skills, critical thinking ability 
and aesthetic appreciation, they can lead to developing EFL learners’ language awareness and interpretive skills.  
 
1.4. Criteria for selecting suitable literary texts 
 
Collie and Slater (1990) mentioned several criteria for selecting suitable literary texts for EFL classrooms. 
They believed that:  
....When selecting the literary texts to be used in language classes, the language teacher should take into account needs, 
motivation, interests, cultural background and language level of the students. However, one major factor to take into 
account is whether a particular work is able to reveal the kind of personal involvement by arousing the learners’ interest 
and eliciting strong, positive reactions from them. Reading a literary text is more likely to have a long-term and 
valuable effect upon the learners’ linguistic and extralinguistic knowledge when it is meaningful and amusing. 
Choosing books relevant to the real-life experiences, emotions, or dreams of the learner is of great importance. 
Language difficulty has to be considered as well. If the language of the literary work is simple, this may facilitate the 
comprehensibility of the literary text but is not in itself the most crucial criterion. Interest, appeal, and relevance are 
also prominent.  Enjoyment;  a  fresh  insight  into  issues  felt  to  be related to  the  heart  of people’s concerns; the 
pleasure of encountering one’s own thoughts or situations exemplified clearly in a work of art; the other, equal pleasure 
of noticing those same thoughts, feelings, emotions,  or  situations  presented by a completely new perspective:  all  
these are motives helping learners to cope with the linguistic obstacles that might be considered too great in less 
involving material (Collie and Slater 1990:6-7). 
 
2. Research question and Hypothesis 
 
RQ: Does using short stories have any effect on EFL learners’ language improvement? 
Alternative Hypothesis (H1): Students who are taught with culturally-enriched materials (in the form short stories) 
outperform those who do not receive such culturally-loaded materials. 
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3. Research overall design 
 
14 EFL students from an Iranian language institute were randomly assigned to two classes. All students were above 
18 years old including males and females. Based on the placement test, these students were assigned to pre-
intermediate level (Top Notch1A). Each class was administered for one and a half hour and the last half hour of the 
class was assigned to working with short stories in the experimental group. In order to rule out the extraneous, 
strong, average and weak students were equally assigned to the two classes. By doing this, we tried to homogenize 
our two groups since randomization was not possible considering institutional constraints.  
 
 
3.1. Two procedural considerations: 
 
Note1: 
 
 In order to avoid pretest sensitization and institutional limitations, no separate pretest was given to the students and 
the original placement test of the institute was considered as the pretest. 
 
Note2: 
 
In order to prevent subject effects like ‘compensatory rivalry’, ‘compensatory demoralization’, and ‘novelty effect’, 
students of both classes were kept fully ignorant of the methodological diversity and their role as research subjects. 
 
3.2. Techniques, Activities and Steps: 
 
The following techniques and steps were strictly followed for teaching short stories: 
x Eclectic short stories from ‘chicken soup for the soul’ were selected, 
x The teacher activated students’ background knowledge (pre-reading activity), 
x The teacher reads the selected short story out loud for the class (a kind of listening activity), 
x The teacher writes some general questions on the board (to improve students skimming ability), 
x Students go through a period of silent reading (read for the gist of the story) and answer the general 
questions posed by the teacher, 
x The teacher puts some detailed questions on the board (to improve students scanning ability), 
x Students read the story for the second time to answer the detailed questions (selective reading), 
x Related grammatical points are briefly dealt with, 
x A short discussion about the short story is held as the class wrap up. 
 
3.3. Homework: 
 
(1) Rewriting the short story in their own words (one or two paragraph), 
(2) Finding a synonym for each of the underlined words and writing a sentence with it, 
(3) Writing a sentence in which the related grammatical point is used. 
 
4.  Results 
 
  Students’ scores on the final exam were as follows; scores were based on a 100-scale grade: 
Table 1: Statistical results 
Groups Scores Mean Median 
Control Group 68,69,75,77,82,84,85 77.14 77 
Experimental Group 78,78,80,86,89,93,93 85.28 86 
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As it is clear from students’ final measurements, the median and mean of the experimental group are much 
higher than those of the control group. Therefore our original hypothesis about the effectiveness of the incorporation 
of culturally-loaded literary materials (short stories) is approved. 
 
Apart from statistical superiority which is evident from the above table, during the course we observed that 
students in the experimental group gradually gained a much more higher speaking fluency compared with the 
students in the control group. We also observed that using short stories in the experimental group created a very 
friendly and authentic atmosphere which by itself helped a lot in lowering students’ affective filter. As a result, 
students felt free to become volunteer for speaking and were more eager to participate in classroom discussions. 
 
 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
Given strong evidence from previous research in the literature, the authors felt it is possible to predict a positive 
relationship and used alternative hypothesis (H1) instead of a null one (H0). Usually a null hypothesis needs to be 
rejected and the alternative hypothesis is supported and that’s why no inferential statistics was used in the present 
study. 
 
The findings of the present study are in line with its previous literature in two respects, the theoretical and 
empirical body of literature. Considering the theoretical points of views of different scholars, as Erkaya (2005) has 
pointed out and as this study showed, since using literature in language classrooms offers higher-order thinking and 
integrative motivational benefit it can enhance their overall language proficiency. In the same vein, since our 
participants in the experimental group did much better on the vocabulary and grammar sections of the final exam.  
 
Considering short stories, one of their benefits according to the body of literature (e.g. Murdoch, 2002) is 
their reinforcing of skills. The classroom observations showed that our participants in the experimental group were 
more fluent in speaking and reading than the participants in the control group. Since they encountered a fairly large 
balk of comprehensible and authentic input, they showed more fluency in their reading and more motivation for 
speaking in the classroom discussion. In fact, using short stories in the classroom can help students to bridge the gap 
between their receptive (reading) and productive (speaking) skills. 
 
Since in many respects literature in general and short stories specifically, consist of our everyday facts and 
realities, they can be used as strong and effective pedagogical tools to engage our language learners more in the 
process of learning and make this process less cumbersome and stressful. 
  
  To put it in a nutshell, it seems that based on the literature and also the result of the present study, 
incorporating short stories in EFL classrooms has an undeniable and considerable effect on the students’ cultural 
awareness and also on improving their language skills, especially reading and speaking. 
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